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THE NORTHERN BOUNDARY OF OREGON 

By T. C. Elliott. 

During twenty-five years prior to June, 1846, the history of 
Oregon included as its principal theme the dispute between 
the governments of the United States and Great Britain as to 
where the boundary line should be located between their re- 
spective future territories. On the part of the United States 
the forty-ninth parallel of north latitude was early proposed 
and quite consistently held to although the political cry of 
"fifty-four forty or fight" was not unheard for a time. On 
the part of Great Britain the course of the Columbia river was 
considered a fair compromise line, but without entire dis- 
avowal of rights to all the country north of California or the 
forty-second parallel. In the two previous issues of this 
Quarterly attention has been directed to the first overt act 
of the United States government toward asserting sovereignty 
over the Columbia River Country or Northwest Coast of 
America, as it was then called ; and the influence of that act 
in the later discussions of the boundary question. Mention 
was made in the Quarterly for December, 1918 (pp. 276-7) 
of an early request by the Secretary of the Foreign Office of 
Great Britain to the Hudson's Bay Company for the removal 
of the principal trading post of that company from the south 
to the north side of the Columbia river. It is now proposed 
to present the document which contains the authority for that 
interesting statement. 

This publication has been made possible through the courtesy 
of Dr. Otto Klotz, chief astronomer of the Dominion of 
Canada, who during years of service has accumulated in his 
office at Ottawa much valuable data relating to the scientific 
and physical location of this boundary line as established by 
treaty and the diplomatic discussions leading up to it. The 
Amer. Geographical Review for May, 1917, contains an in- 
teresting article by Dr. Klotz entitled "The History of the 
Forty-ninth Parallel Survey West of the Rocky Mountains." 
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In the course of his personal research the archives of the 
Hudson's Bay Company at their head office in London were 
examined and he was permitted to make copies of certain 
letters therein. These were later printed by the Canadian 
Government in a confidential volume and the seal of confidence 
has now been removed for the use of this Quarterly, being 
of special interest to residents of Oregon and pertinent to 
the series of articles now appearing in its pages upon The 
Federal Relations of Oregon. 

Hon. George Canning, to whom this particular document 
is addressed, was from 1822 to 1827 the most influential man 
in England, if not in all Europe. He was connected with 
political life in England from: 1793 on, with various vicissitudes, 
and following the suicide of Lord Castlereagh became the 
Secretary of the Foreign Office in Sept., 1822, and continued 
as such until his sudden death in August, 1827. From the 
statements in this letter it is evident that his attention was 
early directed to the relatively unimportant question of British 
interests in far-away Oregon. In the United States in 1817, 
when President Monroe contemplated sending the "Ontario" 
to the Columbia river to assert publicly our claim of national 
sovereignty he directed that John Jacob Astor of New York, 
be informed of the plan ; Mr. Astor was the leading fur trade 
merchant in America. In England in 1822, when, following 
the coalition with the "Northwesters," the Hudson's Bay Com- 
pany contemplated the expansion of operations on the Pacific 
Coast the ear of the Foreign Secretary was sought to urge 
that some permanent arrangement be made as to British au- 
thority over the Northwest Coast of America. Thus we 
find that it was the prime beaver skin of the Columbia 
river basin in its abundance which attracted the attention of 
both England and America to Oregon; the symbol of the 
pound sterling and American dollar preceded both the flag 
and the cross in both discovery, and exploitation. And the 
purely commercial interests involved also undoubtedly occa- 
sioned the delay in final determination of the dispute by means 
of the treaties of joint policy. 
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The exact date of this request by Sec. Canning is not stated 
in the document but under usual course of procedure it would 
have been made not later than the winter of 1823-24, when 
Gov. Simpson was (presumably) in London. We have record 
of the arrival of Gov. Simpson and Dr. McLoughlin at Fort 
George (Astoria) in November, 1824 from Norway House, 
Fort William and Montreal overland. We also know that 
Secretary Adams and U. S. Ambassador Rush were discussing 
the Oregon question with Secretary Canning during 1822- 
1825. 

The statements in this document will serve to correct some 
errors of popular belief or conclusion as to the establishment 
of Fort Vancouver on the Columbia river in 1824-25; facts 
not new, however, to close readers of our history. Doctor 
John McLoughlin did not select the site or the name for that 
important trading post but was merely the efficient adminis- 
trator in its erection and the transfer of headquarters. At 
some future date the writer hopes to contribute an adequate 
account of the influence and activities of Gov. George Simp- 
son in the course of events on the Columbia river. 

Governor Pelly's historical resume cannot be considered 
other than a partisan statement of the British claims to the 
Oregon Country, though some of his errors were due to lack 
of knowledge. The boundary line he suggests is essentially 
the same offered by England in 1842 but as alternative Lord 
Ashburton was then authorized to offer the line of the Koot- 
enay river from the Rocky Mountains to the Columbia and 
thence along the Columbia to the ocean. However, discussion 
of the Oregon boundary was not undertaken by Secretary 
Webster and Lord Ashburton in 1842. 

[DOCUMENT] 

Journal 721. Hudson's Bay House, 

p. 255. London, 9th December, 1825. 

To 

The Right Honble. 
George Canning, 
&c, &c. 
Sir, — With reference to the several communications which 
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I have had the honor of having with you on the subject of 
the Country situated on the North West Coast of America 
and to the West of the Rocky Mountains I have now the 
honor of requesting your attention to the following circum- 
stances, which it may be of importance to consider in any 
negotiation for settling the Boundaries with the United States 
to the West of the Rocky Mountains. 

I need not remind you that Captn. Cook in 1778 explored 
the Coast from Cape Gregory in Lat. 43 y 2 to Lat. 70° and 
that Spain by the Convention 1 28th October, 1790, abandoned 
all particular claim beyond what she at that time held in actual 
settlement and that consequently the United States cannot have 
any claim under their purchase of Lousiana from Spain. 

In 1778 2 Captains Gray and Kendrick (in command of the 
Columbia and Washington) were fitted out at Boston for a 
trading voyage on that Coast and are supposed to have been 
the first Americans who engaged in that Trade but they did 
not enter the River Columbia, 3 and it is well known that 
British Subjects 4 have been carrying on a trade on that Coast 
previous to the voyages of Captains Gray and Kendrick. The 
River Columbia was not'explored until 1792 when Lt. Brough- 
ton entered it in the Chatham and anchored at Red Patch, 5 
about 12 miles inland from Cape Disappointment, he then pro- 
ceeded with the Cutter and Launch up the River as far as 
Vancouver's Point. Vancouver in Vol. 2, page 66, says "prev- 
iously to his (Mr. Broughton's) departure however he formally 

i. Article V of the Nootka Sound Convention of October 28th, 1790, reads as 
follows: — "It is agreed that as well in the places which are to be restored to 
British subjects by virtue of the first article as in all other parts of the North- 
west Coast of North America or of the islands adjacent situated to the north of 
the parts of said coast already occupied by Spain, wherever the subjects to 
either of the two powers shall have made settlements since the month of April, 
1789, or shall hereafter make any, the subjects of the other shall have free 
access and shall carry on their commerce without disturbance or molestation." 

Any right, title or interest of Spain to the Northwest Coast /of North 
America was conveyed to the United States through the Florida Purchase of 
1818; not through the Louisiana Purchase. 

2. The Columbia and Lady Washington sailed from Boston on September 30, 
1787, and arrived at Nootka in September, 1788. 

3. Governor Pelly in this paragraph merely reiterates the argument of 
Captain George Vancouver and Lieutenant Brough'ton that the mouth of the 
Columbia river was thirty-five miles from the ocean (between Cathlamet Point 
and Skamokawa) and that Captain Gray entered merely the bay or estuary 
into which the river flows. 

4 Captain James Hanna in 1785 and 1786. Captains Lowrie and Guise in 
1786. Captain Barklev in 1787. Captains Portlock and Dixon, 1786-7. Captain 
Meares, 1786-7. Captains Colwitt and Duncan!, 1787, and others. 

5 Red Patch is presumably the treeless knob on Scarborough Head (Fort 
Columbia of the present day) where the bushes turn brown in color in the 
autumn; plainly visible from the entrance to the river. This point is twelve 
miles from the ocean but Lieutenant Broughton's anchorage was just below 
Frankfort, opposite Astoria, more than fifteen miles from the ocean. 
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took possession of the River and the Country in its vicinity 
in His Britannic Majesty's name having every reason to be- 
lieve that the subjects, of no other civilized Nation or State 
had ever entered this River before; in this opinion he was 
confirmed by Mr. Gray's sketch in which it does not appear 
that Mr. Gray either saw or was within five Leagues of its 
entrance." 

According to Lt. Broughton's observations, Vancouver's 
Point 6 is situated in Lat. 45° 27' and Long. 237° 50' computed 
to be about 100 miles from the mouth of the river. 

In 1793, Sir Alexr. McKenzie crossed the Rocky Moun- 
tains and reached the coast about Lat. 52^ and soon after 7 
that time the North West Company of Montreal established 
trading Posts in the Country West of the Rocky Mountains 
on the head waters of the North Branch of the Columbia 
among the Flathead and Coutonais Tribes, and continued grad- 
ually to explore the country and extend their Trade towards 
the Coast down the Columbia as well as to the Northward. 

Capts. Lewis and Clark in the command of an expedition 
fitted out by the American Government, ascended the Missouri, 
crossed the Rocky Mountains, descended the South branch of 
the Columbia called in "Arrowsmiths' map" "Lewis's River" 
and which falls into the main or North Branch in Lat. 46° 15' ; 
they proceeded to the mouth of the River and passed the winter 
1805-6 at Young's Bay, on the South side of the River. At 
this period, 8 the British fur traders had pushed their trading 
post nearer to the junction of the Lewis's River with the 
North Branch of the Columbia River. In 1809 an Association 9 
composed of British and American subjects was formed in 
New York for the purpose of carrying on the fur Trade on 



6 As to the true location of Point Vancouver, see Or. Hist. Quar. Vol. 18, 
page 73. 

7 The first trading post established by the North-West Company on Colum- 
bia river waters was by David Thompson in July, 1807, near the source of the 
river and called Kootenais House. In November, 1809, another trading post 
was established by Mr. Thompson among the Saleesh or Flathead tribe in 
Montana; and Spokane House on that river in 1810. 

8 There were no trading posts at all west of the Rocky Mountains on rivers 
draining into the Pacific in 1805 but in 1806 Simon Fraser established two 
trading posts on the waters of the Fraser river at Lake Stuart and Fraser Lake. 

9 The organization of the Pacific Fur Company is narrated in It-ring's 
"Astoria" and by Mr. Astor himself in his letter dated January 4th, 1823, and 
addressed to Secretary of State John Quincy Adams; this is printed in full in 
the Appendix of Greenhow's History of Oregon. Mr. Astor states that he 
furnished ALL the capital for the enterprise and that the British subjects con- 
nected with it were partners only for a share in any profits. Those subjects 
were Alexander McKay, Duncan McDougall, Donald McKenzie, David Stuart 
and John Clarke. They reached the Columbia in March, 1811. (McKenzie in 
1812.) 
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the North West Coast under the Firm of the Pacific Fur 
Company. They fitted out two expeditions one by land and 
the other by sea for the Columbia where they arrived in 1810 
and established themselves on the South side of the River, 
naming their Settlement "Astoria" after their principal partner 
Mr. Astor of New York. The North West Compy. of Mont- 
real however continued to extend their Trade with the Natives 
and in 1813 established themselves on the Coast within a few 
yards of the American settlement of Astoria. 10 

The Americans had remained at Astoria and from time to 
time sent parties into the Interior, but had not made much 
progress in establishing themselves in the country, when in 
1813 they sold their buildings at Astoria (which was after- 
wards named "Fort George") with the whole of their stock 
in trade in the Country to the North West Company as per 
Bill of Sale (Copy of which is annexed) and abandoned the 
Country. Since that time no American Trader has appeared 
nor has any settlement been formed by any others than the 
British Fur Traders. 

Upon reference to the above circumstances and to the dates 
of the transaction it does not appear that the Americans can 
establish any just claim to the Country on the Columbia or to 
the Northward of it, and that by actual possession Great 
Britian alone can establish a legitimate Title. In 1818, Captain 
Hickey of H. M. S. Blossom accompanied by Mr. J. B. Prevost, 
Agent for the United States Government arrived at the Co- 
lumbia and delivered to Mr. James Keith of the North West 
Company, then in charge of Fort George, a letter from Earl 
Bathurst dated 27th January, H. M. S. Andromache, and in 
consequence Mr. Prevost took formal possession of the Settle- 
ment as his acknowledgment. 11 Copies of these documents are 
annexed but I think it right to observe that the Settlement 
and whatever had been previously occupied in that Country 
by American subjects had been acquired by the North West 
Company by purchase for a valuable consideration and not by 
Capture. 

By the Convention 20th October, 1818, between Great 
Britain and America the Trade of the Country to the West 
of the Rocky Mountains is left open to the subjects of both 

io We have the narrative of two eye-witnesses of how the large party of 
"Northwesters" "established (?) themselves within a few yards of the American 
settlement of Astoria' in October, 1813; Gabriel Franchere and Alexander Ross. 
See Franchere's Narrative, pp. 190-93, and i?o«' Oregon Settlers, p. 254. 

1 1 For Mr. Prevost' s official report of this event see Or. Quar. Vol. 19, p. 277. 
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Nations for ten years without prejudice to the claim of either 
Nation; but no American subjects have as yet availed them- 
selves of this privilege. The British Fur Traders however 
have never withdrawn from the Country since they first en- 
tered it; on the contrary they have gradually and at much 
risk and expense increased their Settlements which now amount 
to thirteen in number (besides temporary Stations which are 
occasionally changed) and extend over a Country exceeding 
fifteen degrees of Latitude, say from Lat. 45° to North of 
Lat. 60°. 

In the year 1821 the Hudson's Bay Company made an ar- 
rangement with the North West Company of Montreal by 
which they acquired possession of all the trading Posts and 
Stock of that association, and now under their Royal Charter 
and His Majesty's License the whole Indian Trade of British 
America to the North West of Canada is carried on by the 
Hudson's Bay Company. In order to acquire more correct 
information respecting the country on the West of the Rocky 
Mountains and for the purpose of carrying into effect some 
measures connected with extending our Trade on the North 
West Coast, Governor Simpson was directed to proceed thither 
last season, and after an arduous and fatiguing journey he 
accomplished an extensive survey of the Company's Trading 
establishments and is now in London. He will remain here 
until the beginning of February, and will attend any appoint- 
ment that you may be pleased to make should you wish to be 
possessed of any further information respecting that Country. 
Whilst at Fort George, Governor Simpson fitted out an Ex- 
pedition under the direction of an intelligent officer, Mr. Chief 
Trader McMillan, for the purpose of exploring the coast to 
the Northward. 12 

In the course of his survey he discovered the entrance of 
Fraser's River between Capes Roberts and Gray in about 
Lat. 49° 15'. 13 

The mouth of this River was not discovered by Vancouver 
nor by the Subjects of any civilized Nation until Mr. McMillan 
visited it last Winter, but the upper part of the River, and 
down to within 20 miles of the sea was explored by Messrs. 

12 For day-to-day account of this expedition, see Journal of John Work, in 
Wash. Hist. Quarterly, Vol. 3, p. 198. 

13 Later research has rendered this statement erroneous. Simon Fraser is 
believed to have arrived within sight of the mouth of the river and of the gulf 
into which it flows. See page 279 of "British Columbia," by F. W. Howay and 
E. O. S. Scholefield. 
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Fraser and Stuart, partners of the North West Company in 
the year 1808. I annex extracts from Mr. McMillan's re- 
port and as this country appears to be rich in fur bearing 
animals we have it in contemplation to form permanent es- 
tablishments therein next Summer, 14 to push our discoveries 
to the Northward both inland and on the Coast, and to embark 
a considerable capital in endeavoring to secure to Great Britain 
the benefits arising from an exchange of British manufactures 
for the produce of that Country with its numerous inhabitants. 

In compliance with a wish expressed by you at our last in- 
terview Governor Simpson when at Columbia abandoned Fort 
George on the South side of the River and formed a new 
Establishment on the North side about 75 miks from the 
mouth of the River at a place called by Lt. Broughton Belle 
vue Point. 15 Governor Simpson named the new establish- 
ment "Fort Vancouver" in order to identify our claim to the 
soil and trade with Lt. Broughton's discovery and survey. 

He considers the soil and climate of this place to be so well 
adapted for agricultural pursuits, that in the course of two 
or three years it may be made to produce sufficient grain and 
animal provisions to meet not only the demands of our own 
trade but to almost any extent that may be required for other 
purposes; and he considers the possession of this place and 
a right to the navigation of the River Columbia to be quite 
necessary to our carrying on to advantage not only the trade 
of the upper parts of the Columbia River but also that of the 
country interior from the mouth of Fraser's River and the 
. Coasting Trade, all of which can be provisioned from this 
Place. Under existing circumstances I respectfully submit to 
your consideration whether it might not be advisable to en- 
deavor to arrange a boundary line between Great Britain and 
the United States in that country to the West of the Rocky 
Mountains more especially as the attention of Congress has 
been called to the subject, and in an American map lately pub- 
lished the line of Lat. 49 is continued from the Rocky Moun- 
tains to the Sea Coast, and the Country to the South of that 
line is described to be United States Territory, which at some 



14 Fort Langley on the Fraser river was established by James McMillan in 
July, 1827- 

13 This identification of Bellevue Point adds interest to the historic site 
of Fort Vancouver; from the narrative by Mr. Broughton or Captain Vancouver 
it is difficult to locate this Point. It is hardly correct that Fort George was 
abandoned, however, for a trading post was maintained there until 1849 or 1850, 
when taken over by the XJ. S. army and custom officers. 
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future period might be made use of by the American Govern- 
ment. This line would deprive Great Britain of a valuable 
country now occupied and traded by the Hudson's Bay Com- 
pany, and would occasion many practical inconveniences in 
carrying on the trade of the Country which would be left 
to us. 

But as I have already stated it does not appear that the 
Americans can establish a just claim to any part of the country 
either to the South or North of the Columbia River, and as 
the free navigation of that River is necessary to our carrying 
on the Trade I have endeavored to fix on a boundary which 
would answer the views of the Hudson's Bay Company, with- 
out pushing the claims of Great Britain to their full extent. 

I have therefore to suggest that starting from Lat. 49" at 
the Rocky Mountains the line ought to be continued South- 
ward along the Height of Land to the place where Lewis and 
Clark crossed the Mountains, said to be in Lat. 46° 42', thence 
Westerly along the Lewis's River until it falls into the Co- 
lumbia, and thence to the Sea, leaving the navigation of both 
these rivers free to the subjects of both Nations. This line 
would leave to America the Trade and Possession of an ex- 
tensive and valuable Country and would furnish fewer op- 
portunities of collision between the Traders of the two Nations 
than any other line that could be suggested. 

I send herewith a map on which the line 16 which I have taken 
the liberty of suggesting is colored, and on which the Trading 
Posts 17 now occupied by the Hudson's Bay Company are 
marked. 

I have the honor to be, with the greatest respect, sir 

Your most obt. humb Servant 

J. H. P. GOVR. 



16 This map is not available for reference. Lat. 46° 42' is very close to the 
Lolo Trail by which Lewis and Clark crossed the Bitter Root range, but that 
ridge does not form the continental divide. This boundary line as described 
would leave the Rocky Mountains at Lemhi Pass in Central Idaho and follow 
the Lemhi and Salmon rivers to the Snake, the Snake to the Columbia and the 
Columbia to the ocean. Salmon river in Idaho is the stream which was named 
Lewis river originally by Captain Clark and which should carry that name at the 
present day. 

17 These trading posts, thirteen in number, were listed in a later letter by 
Governor Simpson, dated January, 1826, as the following: Vancouver, Nez 
Perce (Walla Walla), Okanogan, Colvile, Flathead and Kcotenais (in the 
basin of the Columbia; Fort George is omitted), Kilmany, Fraser's Lake, St 
James, Chilcotin, Alexandria and Thompson's River or Kamloops (in the basin of 
the Fraser river), McLeod's, (on Peace river waters). 
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LIST OF PAPERS INCLOSED. 

1. Bill of Sale, Pacific Fur Company to North-west Com- 
pany. 

2. Letter from Early Bathurst dated 27th January, 1818. 
Instructions of Captn. Sheriff of H. M. S. Andromache. Mr. 
I. P. Prevost acknowledgement of possession. 

3. Extract from Mr. McMillan's report of Voyage and 
Survey from Columbia to Fraser's River, 1826. 

4. Map of North America. 



